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Race, Emotions and Rhetoric in British 
Anti-Slavery Literature, 1787-1833
Sensibility
This will explore the rhetoric of 
sensibility identified by Brycchan 
Carey (2015), including the trope 
of weeping as an expression of 
slave sadness. It also examines the 
problem of ‘false sentiment’ (an 
insincere performance of sorrow), 
and the ways that antislavery 
literature, such as Hannah More’s 
‘Slavery: A Poem’ (1788), 
responded to this. 
Anger
This chapter explores portrayals of slave anger, manifested in slave 
revolts and acts of vengeance, as a retaliation to enslavement, 
although this risked depicting slaves as dangerous. John Coffey 
(2012) highlights that abolitionists depicted natural disasters (such 
as earthquakes) as signs of God’s wrath  to validate the slave’s 
own anger. Such fear tactics suggest that abolishing slavery was 
the only way to avoid divine punishment.
Guilt
This chapter investigates the portrayal of slavery as 
a national sin, depicting Britain’s guilt for allowing 
slavery to continue. It explores the shame of colonial 
guilt, the trope of blushing, and the sinful 
purchasing of slave-produced goods, for example in 
William Cowper’s ‘Pity for Poor Africans’ (1788).
Joy
This chapter explores the 
depictions of slave happiness 
in slave narratives, such as in 
Olaudah Equiano’s Interesting 
Narrative (1789), including the 
happiness at learning to read, 
bliss following Christian 
conversion, and joy at gaining 
freedom.
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Thesis Argument:
This thesis will explore the different emotions used in British anti-slavery literature to evoke the reader’s 
sympathy for the enslaved protagonist, to gain support for the abolition of slavery and the slave trade. It will 
include close readings of poetry and slave narratives, and situating texts within their historical contexts, 
considering biography, genre, and Romanticism. Critics such as Brycchan Carey and John Coffey have 
investigated the use of individual emotions [sentiment and anger respectively]. My research aims to expand 
upon this by establishing relationships between these emotions, examining the various emotive techniques 
used in an attempt to gain the reader’s sympathy, demonstrating the numerous rhetorical devices used by 
abolitionist campaigners in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It will impact both historical 
studies of the anti-slavery campaign, and literary studies of emotions, as well as potentially influencing the 
use of persuasive techniques in future political campaigns.
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